Introduction
The combination of university league tables that focus on students' experiences of teaching and learning and a £9000 fee for undergraduate courses has led to increased competition between universities in England and Wales and greater scrutiny of academics' ability to deliver high quality teaching. In this context, the professional learning of lecturers is of greater importance, particularly the ways in which academics develop their skills throughout their careers in higher education. Communities of practice (CoPs) play an important role in such academic development (Churchman, 2005; Jawitz, 2009; Viskovic, 2006; Warhurst, 2008) .
For university staff developers, the theory of situated learning in CoPs presents a dilemma: if CoPs are self-defining and self-developing (as situated learning theory suggests), it is not clear how external support can assist them. On the other hand, if CoPs are critical to professional development in higher education it seems important for academic staff development units (SDU) to embrace this type of learning. This article uses a life-history approach to analyse one professor's learning within different CoPs during a lengthy career in a university setting. A tentative typology is developed which, while acknowledging the limitations of a single life history, identifies alternative roles for academic staff developers based on different types of CoPs in universities.
Defining CoPs
The concept of CoPs has been described as 'shifting' (Churchman, 2005, p. 14) , with evidence of some 'conceptual slippage' (Tummons, 2012) in the years since it was first described. Even at the start, Lave and Wenger's (1991, p. 98 ) definition of a CoP was somewhat vague: 'a set of relations among persons, activity and world, over time and in relation to other tangential and overlapping CoPs' . The CoPs they described were tightly-knit, learning-oriented, identity-developing and focused on activity.
Wenger's subsequent work (e.g. Wenger, 1998 Wenger, , 2010 , which aimed to develop further a universally applicable theory about learning in social systems, has both illuminated and (at times) obscured the original concept. His focus in 1998 was on learning and identity and he argued that practice defined a community when groups of people are mutually engaged in a joint enterprise, with a shared repertoire (Wenger, 1998) . By 2002, CoPs had become 'a practical way to frame the task of managing knowledge' (Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2002, p. x) . With what some regarded as commercial instrumentalism (Hughes, 2007; Vann & Bowker, 2001 ), Wenger et al. (2002) suggested that, despite being organic and self-directed, CoPs could be managed and cultivated by companies to achieve organisational goals. Instead of an individual's identity becoming aligned with his or her CoP, the CoP became a means of connecting professional identities to the organisation's strategy. Wenger et al. (2002) also introduced the new concept of a 'distributed' CoP, which involved a more loose-knit structure and widely dispersed membership.
For the purposes of this paper I have adopted Wenger's (1998) definition of a community of practice (mutual engagement in a joint enterprise with a shared repertoire) as this seems to have the greatest resonance with subsequent literature.
Critical views of CoP
Research into CoPs has identified a number of shortcomings in and proposed developments of the theory. Hodkinson (2004, p. 14) , for example, questioned the 'cosy, homogeneous view of communities' . Gherardi, Nicolini, and Odella's (1998) research indicated that power and conflicts are an inevitable part of CoPs. According to Gee, Hull, and Lankshear (1996) the apparently benign nature of the CoPs described by Lave and Wenger (1991) could mask a subtle, organisational control of staff through the internalisation and reproduction of organisational goals within CoPs. Other researchers have noted that not all CoPs are cooperative; some lack expertise; some are arrogant, dogmatic or blinkered; some are exclusive; some expect compliance (Cousin & Deepwell, 2005; Nagy & Burch, 2009; Pemberton, Mavin, & Stalker, 2007; Viskovic, 2006) . Wenger (2010) acknowledges that CoPs can be dysfunctional, counterproductive, or harmful, but argues that this is balanced by a degree of agency and sense-making for members and the community.
Situated learning in universities
The CoPs from which Lave and Wenger (1991) developed their original theory were apprentice tailors in Liberia, apprentice midwives in Mexico, apprentice US Navy quartermasters, apprentice butchers in US supermarkets and non-drinking alcoholics in Alcoholics Anonymous. In all five cases, the CoP formed a cohesive group and there were well-established routes to expertise. Apart from the Navy quartermasters, none of the CoPs could be described as 'knowledge-intensive' , that is, composed of highly qualified staff who trade in knowledge (Blackler, 1995) ; and in all cases, the apprentices were unskilled novices compared to the expert practitioners.
My research investigates CoPs in the university sector. There are a number of ways in which the organisations in Lave and Wenger's (1991) study differ from universities. Firstly, universities are knowledge-based. Their core competency is the production of knowledge (Brown & Duguid, 1996) , including decontextualised and propositional knowledge seen as unhelpful by advocates of situated learning (Hammersley, 2005) . Secondly, the amount of change experienced by universities contrasts with the relative stability of the organisations in Lave and Wenger's (1991) study. During the years since the respondent in my research became an academic, changes have included moving from an elite to a mass system (Trow, 2001 ); a shift from mode 1 to mode 2 knowledge, that is, from abstract theory to transdisciplinary, problem-oriented, context-based knowledge (Becher & Trowler, 2001 ) and a move towards greater external accountability (Hoecht, 2006) . A shift to modular courses in many universities has reinforced the 'individualism' of academic teaching (Warhurst, 2008, p. 458 ). There has also been a proliferation of management ideologies which have restricted academics' autonomy and freedom (Douglas & Douglas, 2006) , and reduced the amount of time available for collegial activities (Nagy & Burch, 2009) .
These changes in universities in England and Wales have created a much more turbulent environment than that experienced by the organisations in Lave and Wenger's (1991) research. Moreover, universities' complex, diverse, and loose-knit structures (Becher & Trowler, 2001 ) differ from the orderly and (with the exception of the non-drinking alcoholics in Alcoholics Anonymous) hierarchical nature of Lave and Wenger's (1991) organisations. Although Wenger's subsequent work (e.g. 1998) includes commercial organisations, these too are different from universities in relation to power relationships, incentives and rewards, responsibilities and resource control (Nagy & Burch, 2009 ). Roberts (2006) argues that the context within which a CoP operates is a major factor in the successful creation and transfer of knowledge. There is certainly evidence to suggest that universities today may not be hospitable environments in which CoPs can flourish (e.g. Nagy & Burch, 2009; Warhurst, 2008) . CoPs in universities appear to be more complex and varied than those in Lave and Wenger's (1991) research. Tight (2004, p. 409) observes that there is 'not a single community of practice but, rather, a series of somewhat overlapping CoPs' . Jawitz (2009) described three different types of CoP in a South African university, coalescing around undergraduate teaching, postgraduate teaching, and research, with cross-boundary membership. In Australia, Churchman (2005) identified a cross-departmental CoP that developed in opposition to the corporatisation of the university.
The orderly character of Lave and Wenger's (1991) research sites might help to explain the nature of situated learning that they observed. They described the way in which newcomers were gradually assimilated into a CoP, from an initial position of 'legitimate peripheral participation' (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 29) -when the novices lacked skills and knowledge -to full membership, after they had learned the community's practices, an appropriate discourse, and the stories, artefacts, activities, and knowledge that constituted the CoP. During the process of assimilation, the relationship between newcomers and old-timers was key to the formers' learning. Established members of the community, as well as the peers and 'nearpeers' of novices, helped to develop their skills (Lave & Wenger, 1991) .
Unlike Lave and Wenger's (1991) newcomers, university academics are likely to be well qualified on appointment, with pre-existing skills and experience. Fuller, Hodkinson, Hodkinson, and Unwin (2005) observed that novices such as these experience a more complex legitimate peripheral participation, acting as full members in some ways while being peripheral in others. Warhurst's (2008, p. 462) case study of 29 recent recruits in an English university found that many were 'clearly immersed in practice from the outset, with little or no time spent on the periphery of their communities. ' Similarly, Viskovic's (2006, p. 331) research into tertiary teachers' development in New Zealand noted that most had moved rapidly into participation: 'their inbound trajectories quickly immersed them in the full demands of practice' . In Wenger et al. (2002) the concept of legitimate peripheral participation as a key means of learning in CoPs had disappeared. Possibly this gradual means of learning and integration was not seen as relevant to fast-changing, market-oriented, large-scale corporations.
Paradoxically, CoPs appear to demonstrate both change and continuity over time. They reproduce themselves through the gradual introduction and assimilation of newcomers, and they also evolve as new members join, negotiate different meanings, and learn from each other. Lave and Wenger (1991) suggest that the entry of newcomers is the primary source of change in CoPs. Again, this may be linked to the types of CoPs they investigated. Fuller et al. (2005) proposed that change in CoPs is not only brought about by the introduction of newcomers, but also through experts initiating change, and through external forces, such as markets, laws, and new technology. Wenger et al. 's later (2002) conception of CoPs in corporations suggested a much looser-knit community, more open to change, knowledge exchange, and learning.
The key differences identified here between CoPs in Lave and Wenger's (1991) study and universities are summarised in Table 1 below.
Situated learning theory suggests that CoPs are self-developing (Lave & Wenger, 1991) , removing the need for external intervention and support. There is, however, evidence of active engagement by academic SDUs with CoPs in higher education, for example, initiatives to create and develop CoPs in Australian universities (Nagy & Burch, 2009 ) and in English universities (Pemberton et al., 2007) . Jawitz (2009) suggests academic staff developers can play an important role in the 'harmonisation' process when new academics join an existing CoP (through supporting staff as they align with and challenge CoPs), while also providing opportunities for academics to learn within CoPs rather than focusing on individuals in isolation. Much of the extant research into CoPs in universities focuses on the community more than the individual (e.g. Churchman, 2005; Ng & Pemberton, 2013) , or has provided 'snapshots' of individual experiences rather than a longitudinal perspective (e.g. Viskovic, 2006; Warhurst, 2008) . Fuller et al. (2005, p. 63) acknowledge the 'significance of the developing biographies of individual workers, as members of CoPs' . My research contributes to this aspect of situated learning theory. I investigated in-depth the experience of a single academic during a lengthy university career, using the theory of situated learning in CoPs to analyse his life history. I have used the data to identify a tentative typology of CoPs to help to make sense of his experiences and hypothesise ways in which academic staff developers could support these different CoPs.
Methodology
This research study adopted the life history approach (Goodson & Sikes, 2001) . By exploring in-depth the life of an individual, it is possible to gain a greater understanding of communities (Cole & Knowles, 2001) , of the interplay between actor and social structure, and of the effects of change over time (Miller, 2000) . My aim was to illuminate aspects of current theories of social learning in universities. Thus, life history, which can 'give a uniquely rich and subtle understanding of life situations' (Punch, 2009, p. 191) , was an appropriate approach to take.
Purposive sampling (Bryman, 2008) was used to select a research subject. It was important to ensure that s/he had had a lengthy and varied career, preferably in the same institution (so that learning took place within the same organisational context). The academic I chose (whom I call Michael) had joined in the mid-1970s the university where he was still working at the time of the interview (a short period before he retired). He had participated in a number of different CoPs (see below for an outline of his career). Regarding ethics, he agreed to the publication of the outcomes of a 2-h interview, with his name and the name of the university anonymised. He subsequently approved the transcript of the interview for accuracy and sanctioned the level of anonymity in this article.
Life history has been criticised for being too subjective, with results that cannot be generalised (Bryman, 2008) . Any knowledge claims made from life history interviews need to reflect the 'multidimensional, complex, dynamic, intersubjective and contextual nature of human experience' (Cole & Knowles, 2001, p. 127) . This is an account of one individual whose experience cannot be considered representative of all academics. Rather than make generalisations, I have sought to add to existing understandings of CoP theory and have developed a typology which might help to explain the lived experience of this respondent. I have identified appropriate actions for academic staff developers based on this typology, which could be relevant to others who have had similar experiences to Michael.
Findings
Michael's university career falls into three distinct phases, summarised below:
• Phase 1: lecturer. Michael joined the university (a post-1992 university in England, which I shall call 'Bridge University' henceforward) as a lecturer in a department which had expanded rapidly from two to six teaching staff. Together they developed an innovative curriculum for a new modular course.
• Phase 2: staff developer. Michael moved to the university's SDU, where he worked on two major projects (one on teaching large classes, the other on employability) while developing teaching and learning across the university. (Mathieson, 2012 ), Michael's department combined the characteristics of mutual engagement, joint enterprise, and a shared repertoire in relation to teaching and researching their subject. While some university departments may have distinct CoPs for teaching or research (Jawitz, 2009 ), the members of Michael's department shared not only their approaches to teaching, but also the development of an academic journal linked to their subject.
Michael's initial feelings as he joined the department were a sense of belonging ('I was home') and anxiety: 'I came in with some degree of uncertainty and trepidation reallywhether I had anything to offer, or whether I could cut it. ' For him, a seminal moment came in his first few weeks, when he volunteered to organise an activity during a residential event: 'I've got this tremendous memory of it working and it buzzing around and realising I really had something to contribute there. ' The department staff worked together on a new, modular course. 'It was an exciting time and there were five or six of us coming together to create a new subject. ' The two old-timers had 'created this degree on paper and it was as if it was their degree. We had to say, "no, it's ours". ' Michael did not see the old-timers as providing a model of practice: 'I felt, in a sense, their equals, even if I felt also they, one or two, had skills or knowledge I hadn't got, but also I felt I could really get in there and contribute. ' Like many academics, Michael had postgraduate qualifications and teaching experience when he joined Bridge University. Fuller et al. (2005) argue that it is possible for a person's peripheral status to vary in these circumstances. In Michael's case, he seemed able to fast-track through to full membership by demonstrating appropriate skills and the ability to make a contribution. This is similar to Warhurst's (2008) and Viskovic's (2006) findings that academics spend little time on the periphery. It is, perhaps, significant that the existing members of the CoP were a similar age to the newcomers and, because they were embarking on a new modular course, did not have an expertise which was clearly superior to those on the periphery. In addition, the two old-timers were outnumbered by newcomers; perhaps this shifted the power balance, which implicitly in Lave and Wenger (1991) lies with the old-timers.
The CoP that Michael joined may have been in the early stages of development described by Wenger et al. (2002) as 'potential' and 'coalescing' , although Michael's experience did not tally with Wenger et al. 's (2002) description of gradual evolution and identification of shared needs in these phases. On the contrary, working out the new course together was not a harmonious experience: 'We were not all friendly to each other. We argued like hell. ' At the same time, they recognised each other's strengths: 'I think we were all very strong individuals … who in large measure learned to respect each other and to work with each other. ' They shared the excitement of developing something new. 'We didn't have any textbooks to tell us how to do it … [Instead of] established constructions of knowledge, constructions of learning, here we were making it up, in large measure, we were creating it. ' Trowler and Knight (2000) suggest that new academics may have difficulties in exerting individual agency in departmental CoPs but this does not appear to have been Michael's experience. Rather than the newcomers making gradual steps towards expertise, guided (and possibly constrained) by the old-timers, this CoP seemed more egalitarian, with knowledge being co-created by all its members.
Michael talked about what motivated him: 'I would describe myself then as a sort of series of enthusiasms. And … if I was finding that people were interested in doing things, I was drawn to them. ' It did not matter whether those who shared his interests were in his own department -he was happy to work with like-minded people across the university. This reflects the 'overlapping' CoPs in higher education described by Tight (2004) , with the loose-knit structures of universities enabling individuals to build CoPs which extend across departments.
Michael described his department as 'like having children. … As the kids grow up, they get into interesting things, different things. ' The image of a family reflects to some extent Lave and Wenger's (1991) description of a CoP. The 'parents' (perhaps personified by the two old-timers) establish the rules but then the 'children' (the newcomers) develop novel ways of doing things themselves. Although this may suggest a greater degree of agency for newcomers than in Lave and Wenger (1991) , it implies a gradual maturing and growing independence which resonates with their theory.
Phase 2: staff developer
After ten years in his subject department, Michael had the opportunity to work part-time in the SDU at Bridge University, and after six months he moved there full-time. Again, his description of the SDU matched the key characteristics of a CoP: mutual engagement, joint enterprise, and a shared repertoire.
When Michael joined the SDU, there were two established members of staff already working there, one of whom had a national reputation in academic staff development. Michael regarded these 'old-timers' as 'very different role models … Both of them wonderful and annoying and I had to work out how to do it for myself, watching them and learning a lot. ' Two other new staff started working at the SDU at the same time as Michael. He identified this as a positive factor, that he was learning the job alongside others. Unlike his early days in his subject department, however, there was no sense that he and the other new staff were trying to wrest control from the old-timers. Instead, he followed the lead of the established staff.
Michael's position in the SDU was similar to the process of legitimate peripheral participation. As a newcomer, his relationship to the old-timers was significant and his learning took place in a social context rather than through formal instruction: 'you worked out things that seemed to work' . Michael learned from one old-timer that 'if you could shift institutional policies, it mattered. So you tried to get involved in institutional policies' . Michael's past experience was relevant, but he needed new skills: 'it's a very different thing being a good teacher to helping others to be good teachers' . He emphasised several times that there was 'a hell of lot of learning to do' and although it was exciting, it was not easy: 'If you think teaching students is difficult, teaching bloody adults -and adults who don't always want to be there -is bloody hard' .
Michael described what he learned: a new literature, new networks, different contexts, the culture and politics of different departments, local and national opportunities, how to work at a micro-level (with staff members), at an institutional policy level, and meta-level learning, such as how to run workshops. It is interesting to compare this list with what Lave and Wenger (1991, p. 95) Although there are some similarities, Michael's focus was more on the practical skills and knowledge he needed to practise as a staff developer than on the culture and community of the SDU, as indicated by Lave and Wenger (1991) . Possibly this type of learning is less noticeable and more likely to be absorbed unconsciously.
In a move which could have been seen as devaluing its work, the SDU was re-located into the Personnel Department, from being a semi-autonomous department in the Vice Chancellor's office. Michael decided not to go with them, but to move instead to the Education Department and focus on his research interests.
Phase 3: lone scholar
In the Education Department, Michael spent his time researching aspects of teaching and learning in Higher Education, attending international conferences and running seminars and workshops related to his research (nationally and internationally). He no longer did much teaching, but was 'often in positions when I am speaking publicly' . He talked about his delight in becoming a professor, both for himself and for the acknowledgement of his work.
He seemed to be in what Wenger et al. (2002) would describe as a 'distributed' CoP. His focus was outside the university and his role in the Education Department was somewhat peripheral. He only occasionally went into the office, and his accommodation at the Department was changed from a large room to a desk in an office shared by visiting professors. His main links were with other researchers, located in universities around the world, working on similar areas of interest. It was a loose-knit CoP, with limited mutual engagement, an enterprise which was 'joint' only to the extent that its meaning was debated in academic conferences, and a shared repertoire in the sense that members of the community discussed and critically analysed their research approaches when together, and through journal articles and books.
This particular group of academics drawn from several universities has been identified as a CoP by Tight (2008) , who has analysed co-citations to produce an international map of higher education research, with two distinct clusters of activity, one around structure/ organisation and the other teaching/learning. These could tentatively be called discrete CoPs (Tight, 2008) , with Michael belonging to the one centred around teaching and learning. Lave and Wenger (1991) do not discuss CoPs which are as loosely formed as this one, although Wenger et al. (2002) and others (e.g. Tummons, 2012; Warhurst, 2008) have described similarly dispersed communities. Hodkinson and Hodkinson (2004) suggest that the term 'CoPs' should be preserved for the more cohesive groupings. Michael's entry into the network of teaching and learning scholars appeared to have been unproblematic. Possibly, with high levels of mutually recognised expertise, legitimate peripheral participation becomes an anomaly.
Discussion
It would be inappropriate to read too much into a single life history and to make generalisations from one individual case. Nevertheless, Michael's experience helps to shed light on aspects of the theory of situated learning and its application to a knowledge-based organisation. The importance of CoPs is evident in the imagery of a family that Michael uses to portray his feelings about his subject department. Michael's description of joining the SDU is similar to the process of legitimate peripheral participation, when old-timers are crucial for the learning and integration of newcomers. In the final phase of Michael's career, his learning takes place in a distributed CoP through mutual sharing and challenge with other experts in the field.
Throughout it is evident that individual personalities, context and power relationships played an important role in the development of the CoPs to which Michael belonged. What appears to have made most difference in Michael's experience, however, is the relative expertise of newcomers and old-timers in relation to the focus of the CoP (which may be different from their existing expertise). I have developed a tentative typology based on the three CoPs that Michael described, together with the findings of the literature review (see Table 2 below).
The typology consists of four potential scenarios:
(1) Traditional CoP, in which newcomers have low levels of expertise compared to the old-timers and learn through legitimate peripheral participation. In this case academic staff developers could play a role in supporting new academics while recognising the importance of their gradual development within the CoP. (2) Emerging CoP, in which newcomers and old-timers both have low levels of expertise. Academic staff developers could provide relevant training opportunities for skills development and facilitation to assist the establishment of the CoP. Offering networking opportunities to encourage the initiation of new CoPs also seems an obvious role for academic staff developers. (3) Distributed CoP, in which newcomers and old-timers both have high levels of expertise. The role for academic staff developers in these circumstances could focus on harnessing the outcomes of the CoP for the benefit of the universityotherwise there is a danger that 'lone scholars' become increasingly peripheral to their own institution. (4) Challenged CoP, in which a newcomer's expertise is higher than that of the old-timers. This type of CoP did not emerge from Michael's experience but is described by Jawitz (2009) with a recommendation that, through 'harmonization' , academic staff developers support new academics in challenging the status quo and the CoP in responding to those challenges.
Conclusion
My research, although limited to one interview with a single subject, indicates that the interactions within CoPs may vary depending particularly on the comparative levels of newcomers' and old-timers' skills, experience, and qualifications; but also on the personalities of the participants and the context within which the CoP is located. While further research is needed in this area, I would hypothesise, based on my tentative typology, that appropriate action for academic staff developers varies, depending on whether the CoP is 'traditional' , 'emerging' , 'distributed' or 'challenged' . Their role may be to help establish networks within universities from which a variety of CoPs could develop, to offer to facilitate emergent CoPs if needed (while ensuring that members retain power over the direction of the CoP), to harness research and development opportunities within distributed CoPs, and to help harmonise CoPs going through change and challenge.
